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Building the Market Chain
The caper in 
Syria
Nature’s gift to Syria’s 
resource poor
All along Syrian roadsides, cascading down rock walls or tucked 
into rocky nooks, you’ll find a hardy perennial shrub with long, 
trailing branches, greyish-green orbicular leaves and beautiful white 
blossoms. This spiny, heat-resistant beauty is the 
source of one of nature’s most precious gifts to 
Mediterranean cuisine—capers.
Wild capers grow throughout Syria, but are 
particularly abundant in the harsh environments 
of the Euphrates valley (eastern Aleppo province), 
throughout northern Aleppo province, the al Salamie 
area of the Hama province, and in Al Jazira (northeastern Syria).
While cultivated on a strictly experimental basis in Syria, Capparis 
spinosa L. is a valuable commodity for the resource poor nomadic 
communities living in the Syrian desert. Collected during the summer 
months and sold to traders from neighbouring countries (mainly from 
Turkey), the collectors are primarily women and children (7-14 years 
old). This ‘hidden trade’ provides an additional source of income for 
these resource poor communities. 
While the actual amount of caper buds harvested in Syria is not 
known, ongoing studies by the University of Aleppo estimate that the 
yearly harvest is about 4000 tonnes—only one quarter of the potential 
caper harvest according to the same studies. The actual harvest, and 
the number of people involved in that harvest, depends on foreign 
demand (again, mainly from Turkey) which fluctuates greatly from 
year-to-year.
Market chain – Livelihoods 
improved using natural resources
Caper collection is a relatively new occupation for the 
nomadic communities living in the Syrian desert areas. 
About ten years ago, caper traders (mainly Turkish) began 
to enquire about sources of capers in the various souks 
(markets) throughout Syria. Slowly the word spread 
throughout the souks and several ‘middlemen’ approached 
resource poor communities with an income-generating 
proposition—if these communities collected wild caper 
buds from the surrounding countryside, the traders would 
buy the entire quantity of collected buds for a set price. 
Thus, the communities had an additional income source 
and the traders were guaranteed a low-priced product. 
The communities agreed to the arrangement and collection 
began.
After collection, the buds are sorted by size, with 
rudimental tools, mixed with salt and water and placed 
in plastic storage containers by the families that did the 
collection; caper buds can be conserved for up to one year 
in this way. Once this ‘first step’ processing is complete, the 
buds are ready for transport to the secondary processing 
locale.
Each family group has a person who is responsible for 
handling the logistic details with the private company that 
does the secondary processing and packing. No centralized 
collection point exists nor is there a coordinated collection 
effort among the various family groups.
Once the buds are sold to and picked up by the 
secondary processing company, they are re-sorted, re-
packed and sold to traders (primarily Turkish) who deliver 
the buds to various factories for additional processing and 
re-packing. The factories add preservatives and vinegar 
then re-pack the capers in glass jars. The finished product 
is then sold to the European market—mostly Germany. 
All these product processing steps—from collection to 
distribution—add to the cost of final product, increasing the 
actual price paid by consumers.
Uses
Contrary to Mediterranean culinary tradition, capers are 
rarely used in Syrian cuisine. The same holds true for caper 
use in traditional Syrian medicines. In the rare instances 
where capers are used for medicinal purposes, the 
entire caper plant is used to treat various aliments, from 
rheumatism to urinary tract diseases:
Dried leaves in vinegar are applied to ulcers and scabs 
on the head;
Powdered root is used to treat rheumatism (mixed with 
olive and other oils) and diseases of the urinary tract;
Flowers (dried and boiled in water) are used to alleviate 
the symptoms of asthma;
Buds are eaten to strengthen the body and as an 
aphrodisiac;
Caper honey, an expensive and precious honey blend, 
isn’t eaten due to its bitter taste but used to treat 







Legislation affecting caper production
National Law no.7, 1994 concerning the protection and 
preservation of forestry areas enacted by the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Agrarian Reform (MAAR), considers the 
caper shrub as wild forest species. The law sets specific 
rules and regulations, civil responsibilities and penalties for 
the protection, investment and commercial use of all forest 
species and applies to all land in Syria. 
Use and trade of the caper shrub and its various 
products requires a licence issued by local authorities. This 
license may be obtained by presenting all of the necessary 
documents concerning both the potential investor and the 
geographic areas to be exploited. Rural communities are 
encouraged to contact the local authorities to obtain more 
information and clarification on the law, in order to optimize 
the conservation and use of the plants. 
Biodiversity marketing
Opportunities
There are a number of opportunities for increasing the 
production and marketing of capers in Syria:
Encourage native cultivar development;
Assist the nomadic communities to fully utilize this 
natural resource by providing basic training in improved 
processing and packaging systems;
•
•
Upgrade the existing small-scale processing/packaging 
facilities;
Provide information to improve their understanding of the 
market value of the final product;
Support market expansion activities;
Utilizing development agency/non-governmental 
organization (NGO) assistance, develop and implement 
a quality control certification programme for processing/
packaging facilities.
Constraints
The main constraints facing caper production and marketing 
in Syria are:
Lack of training in improved processing and packaging 
techniques;
Difficult collecting conditions due to thorns on the shrubs 
and large dispersal area; 
Lack of organized research on Syrian caper cultivation;
Information bottlenecks as a result of competition among 
worldwide producers;
Lack of awareness among collectors about the market 
channel and the final use of capers;
No organized community structure for collection, 
processing and trade of caper buds; 
Lack of knowledge about sustainable collection 















Even though capers have been collected and used throughout 
southern Italy for millennia, the capers from the islands of  
Pantelleria and Salina are considered to be the queen of all 
Italian capers. 
The Pantelleria success story began with the creation of 
the caper farmers’ cooperative in the 1970s. Through the 
combination of traditional know-how and modern marketing 
techniques, the Pantelleria cooperative was able to position 
its product as the premier gourmet caper worldwide. Today, 
the Pantelleria cooperative is one of the most successful niche 
product cooperatives in Europe.
Age-old traditional methods are still used to cultivate and 
package these culinary gems. The result of over 200 years 
of selective breeding, the high-quality cultivar, ‘nocellana-
inermis’, which has been given the “Protected Geographical 
Indication” certificate under Italian and European Community 
regulations, is the cultivar of choice on the island. The rangy, 
spineless plants are grown on the sun-baked terraced hillsides 
of traditional, small-scale coastal farms (‘dammusi’).
After collection, the capers are carefully cleaned by hand 
and sorted according to size. They are then packed in brick 
containers—a layer of capers alternating with a layer of sea 
salt. This method preserves the delicate buds’ distinctive 
perfume, intense floral flavours and the firm texture. Any liquid 
present in the container is drained off daily and fresh sea salt 
is added to promote lactic acid fermentation. After about ten 
days, the buds are packaged with additional sea salt and 
shipped. 
The expertise found on Pantelleria could be utilized in 
capacity building projects in Syria. Women’s groups in particular 











Market Chain - The research process
The goals
The goal is to improve the livelihoods of resource – poor 
nomadic communities living in marginal environments. 
This goal can be achieved by sustainable exploitation of 
wild caper shrubs, increasing the production of cultivated 
capers and by adding value through improved marketing 
of the product. During the possible development of local 
Syrian caper cultivars, it is imperative to keep the cultivated 
and wild caper together to ensure that the original genetic 
resources are maintained in both wild and cultivated 
varieties. 
The next step
National level research at national level on traits, uses 
and adaptation of capers is required to assure a reliable 
supply of the product. One goal is to develop a spineless 
cultivar that allows easier harvesting of the buds. Once 
identified, cultivation methodologies and seeds should 
be made available to farmers. Development agencies can 
support the creation of farmers’ groups (cooperatives) 
in caper collecting regions to aid in establishing higher 
quality standards, more efficient processing methods and 
improved marketing of the final product for the export 
market. Collaboration among market chain actors should 
be facilitated to ensure market transparency and access to 
resources poor communities.
Research study
The information contained in this brochure is from pilot 
research carried out in Syria and Italy. The research focused 
on both market and livelihoods issues related to Capparis 
spinosa L. and its products.
The study identified constraints to and opportunities for 
increasing the contribution of capers to the livelihoods and 
welfare of all those involved in the market chain in Syria and 
neighbouring countries. Information from Italy was used for 
comparative purposes. Two methodological approaches 
were used:
The value chain 
analysis
An analysis of the market 
chain organization and the 
identification of the actors 
involved in the collection, 
cultivation, processing, 
production and trading of 
the products was  
conducted through focus 
group interviews
The livelihood assets 
survey
Once the actors involved 
in the market chain were 
identified, a household 
survey was carried out to 
assess the impact of the 
activities on their livelihoods 
Information about the collection, processing and 
marketing of caper was exchanged and discussed with the 
market chain actors during a participatory multi-stakeholder 
workshop held in Jabal al Hoss region  of Syria in August 
2005.
Many thanks to the following people for providing data and 
information:
Caper collectors of communities in Homs, Raqqa and 
Aleppo Provinces; Chief collector in Jabal al Hoss, Mr K. El-
Issa; Herbal shop pharmacists and traders in Aleppo, Raqqa 
and Damascus markets; Profs M. Gadanfar, K. Mohammed, 
A. Kattaa, A. Bawadekji and A. Hadjhassan from the 
University of Aleppo; Mr A. Duksi and Ms N. Abdulkarim, 
Rural Community Development Project of the UNDP and 
MAAR. This research was completed in 2004 by Alessandra 
Giuliani, IPGRI Associate Scientist in Socioeconomics, with 
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